The relationship between the quantity and quality of prenatal movements in pregnancies complicated by intra-uterine growth retardation and premature rupture of the membranes.
In 17 fetuses with intrauterine growth retardation (IUGR), we studied the quantity of general movements and fetal breathing movements both cross-sectionally and longitudinally. In IUGR fetuses, cross-sectional comparisons were made between the quantity of fetal movements and (1) the fetal clinical condition and (2) the quality of general movements. In addition, the quantity of fetal movements in IUGR was compared with that in uncomplicated pregnancies and in pregnancies complicated by premature rupture of the amniotic membranes. In IUGR, the quantity of general movements declined from 25 weeks gestation onwards, whereas the quantity of fetal breathing movements increased. Longitudinal assessment of these parameters was obtained in four cases and showed a decline of general movements. No relationship between prenatal longitudinal data and neonatal outcome could be observed. Relating the quantity of general movements and breathing movements to the fetal condition, growth retarded fetuses were divided into three groups according to fetal deterioration. 1. Normal amount of amniotic fluid and normal fetal heart rate patterns. 2. Reduced amount of amniotic fluid. 3. Abnormal fetal heart rate patterns. The quantity of general movements as well as that of breathing movements was low in group 3, compared to group 1. In group 2 only the quantity of breathing movements and not of general movements was low. A similar pattern was found in the relation with the quality of general movements observed during fetal deterioration. Cross-sectional analysis of median values (28-31 weeks gestation) did not reveal differences in the quantity of general movements when IUGR, normal pregnancies and premature rupture of the membranes (with or without oligohydramnios) were compared. The quantity of fetal breathing movements was significantly lower in pregnancies complicated by IUGR and by premature rupture of the membranes with oligohydramnios compared to those of normal pregnancies and premature rupture of the membranes without oligohydramnios. In uncomplicated IUGR, the quantity of general movements and breathing movements is in the same range as in normal uncomplicated pregnancies. Similar to the quality of general movements, the quantitative variables were related to the fetal condition. However, in contrast to the quality of general movements, the quantity of general movements and breathing movements showed a high inter- and intraindividual variation. Therefore, the results of this study discourage the use of quantitative aspects of general movements and breathing movements as reliable indicators of the neurological condition in the individual fetus.